Abstract: Highlights of a multi-method research study conducted to understand the perceptions and experiences of youth and adults working together within communities are shared in this article. The results revealed that the most positive youth-adult relationship experiences were those with supportive adults willing to share power with youth, those instituting youth-led endeavors where young people were allowed to demonstrate high levels of involvement and responsibility, and those involving participants who had previously worked as a community partner. Participants in Youth-Led Collaborations were more positive toward their experiences than those in Adult-Led Collaborations and YouthAdult Partnerships. Also, participants in relationships located in rural areas indicated more positive experiences than those in urban areas. In addition, the critical elements of various youth-adult relationships were also underscored, thus identifying characteristics that have significant importance in nurturing interactions between young people and positive adults.
Introduction
Researchers and practitioners alike are seeking ways to ensure that young people are exposed to all the essentials necessary for matriculation from childhood to competent, responsible adulthood. Scholars have reported that caring adults who are committed to the betterment of youth are a vital entity in a young person's life (Eccles & Gootman, 2002; Grossman & Johnson, 1999; Villarruel, Perkins, Borden, & Keith, 2003) . However, the challenge persists in getting youth and adults to connect with one another and engage in purposeful activities. This article highlights the findings of a multi-method research study conducted to understand the contextual differences that often occur among youth-adult relationships. The author presents the perceptions and experiences of both youth and adults working together on community projects.
Theoretical Framework
A major barrier toward community engagement stems from the impact negative perceptions have on adults and young people (Gilliam & Bales, 2001; Guzman, Lippman, Moore, & O'Hare, 2003) . Camino (2000) reported that these preconceived stereotypes often pose an impasse to thriving relationships because there is opposition to both parties' willingness to share power. Studies have reported adults' perceptions of youth as being unaware of major trends in youth development (Males, 1999; Lee, Farrell & Link 2004; Rennekamp, 1993) . Furthermore, the experiences of adults when they were young are also reactants to fostering positive or negative perceptions. Adults having to recall undesirable interactions with parents, other family members and teachers often cause painful memories to resurface (Atwater, 1983; Galbo, 1983; Scheer & Unger, 1995) .
In turn, Lynch and Cicchetti (1997) reported that youth perceptions of their relationship with peers were more positive than those with adults. Such negative experiences may cause youth to become reluctant to serve in a capacity where they do not feel welcomed. Many adults miss the fact that youth bring first-hand knowledge and concerns that are not accessible to adults. Youth and adults can learn skills from one another (Zeldin, McDaniel, Topitzes, & Calvert, 2000) through positive experiences. Kolb (1984) defined learning "as the process whereby knowledge is created through the transformation of experiences" (p. 38). Mezirow (1997) described transformative learning as individuals allowing their experiences to change their frame of reference by considering new ways of thinking. This correlates to Smith's (1991) proposed attributes of the ideal learner being active and continually reflective on outcomes. Youth-adult partnering can serve as a medium to learn and critically reflect on viewpoints that are most efficient in attaining community empowerment. In essence, partnering may provide opportunities for youth and adults to become immersed in social and cultural experiences leading to positive forms of mutual learning.
Experience is recognized as a highly valuable resource and a defining trait in the learning process (Dewey, 1938; Knowles, 1980; Lewin, 1948; Lindeman, 1961; Mayo, 2000) . Youth development researchers (Camino & Zeldin, 2003; Flanagan & Faison, 2001; Perkins, Borden, & Villarruel, 2001 ) have indicated that youth can gain valuable social leadership skills when fully engaged in experiential learning processes, such as those occurring when working in their communities. These experiences provide reflection-on-action (Merriam & Cafferella, 1999 ) that may be associated with responsible, civic-mindedness as youth approach adulthood. Hence, the impact of real-life experiences constitutes a degree of learning by doing, regardless of age.
Purpose and Objectives
The purpose of this study was to examine the perceptions and experiences of youth and adults engaged in various types of youth-adult relationships involving community projects. The objectives of the study were to:
(1) examine perceptions of individuals engaged in youth-adult relationships at the community level;
(2) examine experiences of youth and adults working together as partners; and (3) identify unique characteristics of different types of youth-adult relationships.
Methods and Procedures
This study included a convenience sample (Patton, 1990) were selected because they were in the beginning stages of bringing youth and adults together to promote community change.
A concurrent triangulation design utilizing both quantitative and qualitative data sources was employed. Quantitative data were analyzed using descriptive statistics, t-tests, and analyses of variance (ANOVA). The data were collected from 108 participants in groups from 10 states and 12 communities (10 rural, two urban) using the Involvement and Interaction Rating Scale (Jones & Perkins, 2005) , which measured participants' perceptions of their experiences working together. The rating scale measured three constructs: youth involvement, adult involvement, and youth-adult interaction. Qualitative data were collected using observations, semi-structured interviews, and multiple-case study analyses.
Post-hoc reliability of the rating scale yielded an overall Cronbach's of .94. Reliability coefficients for each of the three constructs of the rating scale were: .83 (Youth Involvement), .84 (Adult Involvement), and .87 (Youth-Adult Interaction). Inter-coder agreement was used to determine the validity of the researcher's selecting of themes for the interviewed participants' responses. Inter-rater reliability was also utilized to examine correlations between the researcher's ratings and participants' ratings of their experiences (Kappa = .79). Adult leaders of the participating groups were asked to indicate the type of relationship of their groups based on the Youth-Adult Relationships Continuum presented in Figure 1 . The adult leaders were provided detailed descriptions of each relationship to assist them in accurately classifying their groups. As a result, five (5) groups were classified as Adult-Led Collaborations, five (5) as Youth-Adult Partnerships and two (2) as Youth-Led Collaborations. However, this does not confirm that these three are the only relationships existing within communities. Despite Adult-Centered and Youth-Centered Leadership relationships not being part of these analyses, there is evidence that they are prevalent at the community level. 
Findings
The demographic characteristics presented in Table 2 include the youth and adults who participated in this study. These characteristics are described to provide contextual information on the findings that were revealed through the analyses. 
Perceptions of Participants
In regard to influences of the type of relationships, an analysis of variance determined a statistically significant difference between participants in Adult-Led Collaborations (M=6.74) and those in Youth-Led Collaborations (M=8.00), with youth involvement being higher in the latter. Mean scores indicated that participants in Youth-Led Collaborations had more positive perceptions of the level of adult involvement and youth-adult interaction within their groups than participants in Adult-Led Collaborations and Youth-Adult Partnerships (Table 3) . An analysis of variance found significant differences between the perceptions of adults in YouthAdult Partnerships and Adult-Led Collaborations (Table 4) Groups from rural areas consisted primarily of participants who were significantly more positive (M=7.50) toward youth involvement than those participants from urban areas (M=6.67).
Although there was no significance in relation to the constructs, adult involvement and youthadult interaction, it is of interest to note that participants in rural areas had more positive ratings on these areas as well (Table 5) . Although adults provided more positive ratings than youth towards the constructs (i.e., youth involvement, adult involvement and youth-adult interaction), an independent t-test found no significant differences between youth and adult perceptions on these constructs. Also, there were no statistically significant differences between youth participants across each of the three youth-adult relationships.
Experiences of Youth and Adult Participants
Four groups were selected, based on their location and progress with their community project, for observations and interviews to assess the participants' experiences of working together as partners. All of the adult participants had worked with youth at some point in time and were accepting of youth leadership. However, nearly all (8 of 9) of the youth who were interviewed noted that despite negative experiences (e.g., adults "taking over"), they encountered adults who were very supportive. All 18 of the interviewed participants (nine youth and nine adults) indicated a willingness to participate in a similar endeavor in the future.
In this study, participants seemed cautious in openly expressing themselves during meetings. The researcher observed youth, in trainings with adults, as being very reluctant to participate fully in group discussions. In one group, the youth often seemed intimidated by adults and appeared to act as though their responses would not be taken seriously. On the other hand, some adults were also hesitant to share their perspectives because they did not want to offend the youth. Obviously, a comfort level was not established with peers of the same or similar ages, which may have caused some discomfort when participants came together for a joint training.
Youth in Adult-Led Collaborations appeared to need more time to reach the point of actually seeing themselves as leaders, while adults needed to develop and utilize strategies that encouraged youth participation. Within the three Adult-Led Collaborations that were observed, the youth appeared ill-prepared for the expected level of responsibility and decision-making and therefore were dependent on adult guidance. The adults, in contrast, were disturbed by not being able to successfully perpetuate youth voice (i.e., opinions, input) and leadership. Young people in the Youth-Led Collaboration demonstrated assertiveness, leadership and a fervency to take on responsibilities. This observed relationship displayed a youth-driven model where the youth had ownership in program activities and felt empowered serving in meaningful decision-making roles. The adults were willing to take on a more supportive role, thus relinquishing some power to young people, while encouraging youth leadership.
Characteristics of Various Youth-Adult Relationships
Several characteristics surfaced through observations and the interviews as critical elements of youth-adult relationships. Those elements were identified as adult support, civility/mutual respect, community obligation, decision-making, mutual learning, youth responsibility, and youth voice. Table 6 includes the critical elements based on data collected from all participants using the Involvement and Interaction Rating Scale, observations of four selected groups, and interviews of nine youth and nine adult participants.
Table 6
Characteristics The above-listed elements may help determine which relationship types are most effective and appropriate for certain community projects. Though some characteristics are more specific to one particular relationship, these critical elements can be implemented within community youth programs and other collaborative efforts to ascertain whether young people are receiving the most valuable experiences through participatory learning and positive relationships with adults.
Conclusions and Discussion
All participants in Youth-Led Collaborations were the most positive toward youth involvement. Perhaps these participants were more positive because of the passion towards their project and the meaningful roles that were afforded to the young people. The adults indicated that they purposely kept their involvement to a minimum in order to maximize youth participation. Given this situation, the youth apparently provided positive ratings of the youth-adult interaction because they had a major role in the project, while the adults were positive towards youth taking on this responsibility and exerting their leadership potential.
Adults in Youth-Adult Partnerships had more positive perceptions than those in Adult-Led Collaborations. One potential reason for this finding may be that the adults in these groups sincerely believed that they had achieved a genuine partnership; therefore, they believed that youth involvement was high and their interactions with young people were authentically positive. However, the youth's views of youth involvement and youth-adult interaction were less buoyant. Instead, they perceived their decision-making roles as minimal, at best, thus indicating that a "partnership" did not fully exist.
Groups in rural areas had more positive perceptions toward youth involvement than those in urban communities. This was due, in part, because the rural groups were targeted specifically for participation in the EYSC initiative and were considered ready for this type of endeavor. Another possible explanation is that the rural sample (unlike the urban groups) involved youth who were involved in 4-H activities for several years prior to this project, and the youth knew the adults involved in their groups.
Observations of group dynamics and interviews of participants were used to assess youth and adult engagement. One weakness reported by adults and youth was that youth voice and decision-making were not always utilized to capacity. While civility/mutual respect was prevalent and youth voice was solicited in both Youth-Led and Adult-Led Collaborations, the level of youth voice was higher, more valued and readily utilized in Youth-Led Collaborations. Considering that adult support was observed as high among all groups, adult practitioners and volunteers may wish to direct their support toward encouraging youth to engage in dialogue, develop critical thinking skills, and decision making skills. For example, involving youth in professional development training components may be a worthy part of a youth organization's mission.
Those youth and adult participants indicating previous involvement in partnerships appeared more comfortable, while those encountering their first youth-adult community project seemed more uneasy. The youth, in particular, appeared intimidated by adults to some degree. Hence, youth-service providers recruiting both experienced adults and experienced youth to work with younger youth and novice adult volunteers may prove beneficial in strengthening youth-adult partnering ventures.
Some elements revealed in this study were apparently unique to specific relationships. For example, mutual learning was not widespread in either type of relationship that was observed and analyzed, yet it has been described as imperative to a true Youth-Adult Partnership (see Camino, 2000) . Evidently, a situation where youth and adults equally serve as teachers and participatory learners exists when both have the opportunity to utilize their skills and disseminate knowledge to one another. Theoretically, this would most likely occur where youth and adults are contributors as well as receivers in an educative process. Youth-service providers may want to consider the critical elements of various relationships when designing programs to endow young people with the wherewithal to partner with adults.
The projects of each observed group targeted primarily those areas of the community that participants were most familiar with (e.g., schools attended by the youth, facilities utilized by the group on previous occasions), which indicated a moderate level of community obligation. A high level of community obligation would be reflective of a project that is beneficial on a larger scale (i.e., the entire county or multiple schools). In addition, not all participants were as enthusiastic about the project's benefit to the community. For example, based on the author's observations, several youth in the urban groups seemed to have less of a vested interest, due to their project work often taking place in less proverbial neighborhoods.
Youth-serving organizations must began to promote the generation of social capital, particularly in urban areas, that mirrors the stronger community connectedness than may exist in smaller, more rural localities. Larger urban communities often lack the condition where all neighbors know one another. Moreover, intergenerational relationships may decrease negative perceptions toward differences by allowing people to acknowledge and embrace their commonalities (Allport, 1954; Pettigrew, 1998; Swisher & Whitlock, 2004) . Many youth will have their first encounter with a partnering effort at the Adult-Led Collaborative level. Consequently adults must practice more active facilitation and patience in encouraging the youth to arrive at a point where they feel comfortable serving as a full-fledged community partner.
Limitations
Limitations of this study were as follows: 1. The generalizability of the results does not extend beyond the participants in this sample. 2. The researcher made 2-4 visits to each group. Although points of saturation were reached within the qualitative analyses, a more thorough evaluation of group interaction may have been possible through additional visits.
Recommendations
It is important that youth programs have an intentional structure that facilitates positive youthadult interaction (Jekielek, Moore, & Scarupa, 2002) . Youth service providers should target adults who bring experience, enthusiasm, comfort in power-sharing and feelings of personal closeness in working with youth (Dubois & Neville, 1997) . Training for adults before and during their work together with youth partners would be helpful, especially for adults who are less skilled. Adults, along with young people who have previous experience, could also benefit from learning new techniques that strengthen relationships. Youth-serving organizations need to ensure that young people have access to a number of caring adults that can serve as mentors, as well as community allies.
